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What’s the first thing you do when you wake up in the morning, before you 
even brush your teeth? Most of us reach for our smartphone that spent the night 
recharging by our side while we tried to do the same. In a leap that would have 
seemed astonishing just over a decade ago, many of us are now constantly 
connected to our digital world through our mobile device; we see this play out 
across many facets of daily life. There are those of us whose first instinct at the 
start of the day is to grab that little device and see what occurred during our non-
waking hours.  Perhaps we check the e-mail that’s flooded into our inbox 
overnight. Next we check Facebook, Twitter, or a favorite news app to catch up 
on the latest global occurrence. It seems that for many, this desire to check is 
increasingly irresistible. 
Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 1997) and Regulatory Mode Theory 
(Kruglanski et al, 2000) suggest that the reasons behind this drive to check and 
stay connected may differ based upon our motivational tendencies. Our 
motivational orientation—promotion or prevention, assessment or locomotion—
impacts our lives in countless ways. We know that the effects of motivational 
orientation play out across career paths, management styles, parenting, 
negotiations, animal behavior, health and wellness, romantic relationships – and 
the list goes on.  Regulatory focus and mode have not yet, however, been 
applied to our relatively new obsession with mobile technology, which is a space 
that is rapidly evolving and shaping much of our physical, social, and emotional 
world. This research aims to understand two key questions: 1. What motivates 
the constant checking behavior that has become an inherent part of our daily 
 
life? 2. How does our subjective experience with such behavior impact our 
general well-being? 
Using a within subjects, longitudinal design of 740 demographically 
representative Americans, we extracted two separate, yet complimentary stories 
that encompass objective smartphone checking behavior (captured through 
native application passive meter technology) and the subjective smartphone 
experience (assessed via 18 self-report questions surrounding smartphone 
engagement). Our results suggest that it is in fact our motivational approach to 
life that fuels our need to stay connected. However, it means something different 
depending upon what motivations are involved. In addition, the data reveals that 
our subjective experience surrounding smartphone engagement impacts our 
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Section 1.1: Overview 
Consider the inseparability of today’s human and the smartphone. It’s in 
our hand while walking, on our desk when we’re working, and on the table next to 
our morning coffee.  It comes uninvited to the restaurant when we’re out to 
dinner, and even into the bathroom, where no one else would venture.  It’s more 
than a love story; it’s an addiction. The proof? When we feel naked without it and 
realize we can’t go a week, let alone a day without it by our side.  Interacting with 
our mobile device is so easy, it provides comfort – it allows us to be constantly 
connected, everywhere and nowhere, all at the same time. We have instant 
access to our mailbox, our Twitter and Facebook feed, so many worlds at our 
fingertips. So we have become “checkers,” constant checkers, and we do it so 
often that there are times it seems we do it for no reason at all. Or maybe our 
social life or job causes this effect: we’re wanted all of the time, and we like being 
wanted. We have a profound addiction to the new. Our desire is fueled by 
necessity, so we just keep checking. Each buzz or vibration, every notification is 
a source of pleasure, reminding us why we exist. But the effects are short-lived 
and we’re immediately in need of another hit. We don’t know what to do when it’s 
not around, and we subsequently experience a sense of unease. Over the past 
few years, terms like “nomophobia” (no-mobile-phobia) have started to appear in 
mainstream publications in an effort to capture the anxiety we feel when without 




has assumed a presence in our life that borders on addictive, and for a growing 
majority around the world, the default state is “always on.”   
So what does all of this mean? What’s motivating us to reach for our 
device 150 times a day (Meeker, 2013)? Endless anecdotal evidence would 
suggest that this compulsive checking is taking its toll: it leaves us unproductive, 
disconnected from our actual environment and relationships, and constantly 
demands multi-tasking, something our brains are not really equipped for 
(Gladstones, Regan & Lee, 1989; Pashler, 1994). The aim of this research is to 
scientifically assess this largely anecdotal phenomenon so as to understand the 
psychological ramifications of smartphone use from a motivational science 
perspective.  
 
Section 1.2: Theoretical Background 
Regulatory focus theory arose from developmental psychology research 
aiming to understand the fundamental ways in which people achieve self-
regulation (Higgins, 1987). The hedonic principle, the ancient maxim that people 
approach pleasure and avoid pain, is a powerful predictor of behavior (e.g. 
Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Unlike the unitary construct of the hedonic 
principle, however, Higgins (1997) suggests that an individual’s regulatory focus 
also determines behavior.  Regulatory focus identifies two separate and 
independent methods of approach: prevention, which is the motivation to 
approach non-losses, and promotion, the motivation to approach gains  (Higgins, 




A prevention focus emphasizes safety, the fulfillment of responsibility, and 
security needs. Goals are understood and seen as “oughts”, opportunities to 
meet their responsibilities and to stay safe. For prevention-focused individuals, 
there is consistent concern surrounding what might go badly if they don’t work 
hard enough to achieve these goals. Prevention oriented individuals don’t play to 
win; rather they play to not lose, and vigilance is a primary focus. As a result, 
there is a strategic concern with non-losses (the absence of negatives) versus 
losses (the presence of negatives). Prevention individuals also seek to avoid 
mismatches to desired end-states.  
A promotion focus, on the other hand, emphasizes hopes, 
accomplishments, and advancement needs. These people tend to see their goals 
as ideals and opportunities for gain. Promotion-oriented individuals focus on all of 
the great things that come with success: the benefits and the rewards. These 
people play to win.  As a result, there is a strategic concern with gains (the 
presence of positives) versus non-gains (the absence of positives). Promotion 
individuals seek to approach matches to desired end-states. Although a person 
may have a disposition favoring one regulatory focus (Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & 
Hymes, 1994), situational triggers can evoke one focus over another (Crowe & 
Higgins, 1997).   
These self-regulatory orientations lend themselves to different strategies 
(Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 1997, 2000). A vigilant strategy ensures non-
losses and protects against losses. A prevention focus and a vigilant strategy 




the difference between “0” and “-1” (maintenance). An eager strategy ensures 
gains and protects against non-gains. A promotion focus and an eager strategy 
both function in terms of gains and non-gains, and are especially sensitive to the 
difference between “0” and “+1” (attainment) (Brodscholl, Kober, & Higgins, 2007; 
Higgins, 2009); Scholer, Zou, Fujita, Stroessner, & Higgins, 2008). As a result, 
someone who is chronically or situationally prevention-focused generally prefers 
a vigilant strategy, and someone who is chronically or situationally promotion-
focused tends to prefer an eager strategy (Cesario, Grant & Higgins, 2004; 
Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 2000). 
Regulatory Fit 
Regulatory fit occurs when the manner of goal pursuit (i.e., strategy) 
sustains the orientation to the goal (Higgins, 2000).  In other words, the pursuit of 
a goal in a manner that “fits” the person’s regulatory orientation creates a 
subjective experience of “feeling right” that subsequently increases the person’s 
motivational engagement and enhances the perceived value of the goal pursuit 
(e.g., Avnet and Higgins 2006; Wang and Lee, 2006). When individuals who 
frame their goals as maximizing gains are able to use an eager strategy to attain 
those goals, they are in regulatory fit because their strategy matches their 
orientation. By contrast, if they frame their goals as maximizing gains but are 
then forced to use a vigilant strategy to attain those goals, they are subsequently 
in a state of regulatory non-fit.   
Regulatory fit theory implies a broader conception of the notion of value. 




and pain.  However, there is growing evidence that value also amasses from the 
strength of engagement (Higgins 2006). A person’s strength of engagement, and 
the perceived value, intensifies under conditions of regulatory fit (Cesario et al., 
2004; Higgins, 2000, 2005, 2006; Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, & Molden, 
2003).  
When regulatory fit occurs, people feel “right” about their response, 
whatever that response may be. This feeling of rightness enhances people’s 
evaluative responses to what they are doing. Regulatory fit does not alter the 
response valence itself, rather it magnifies the intensity of the response. If the 
response is positive, regulatory fit will increase the positivity of the response. On 
the other hand, if the response is negative, regulatory fit will increase the 
negativity of the response (Cesario et al., 2004; Higgins, 2005, 2006). In other 
words, feeling right and having stronger engagement leads to increases in 
perceived value—positive or negative. 
Regulatory Mode 
Self-regulation is often about goal pursuit—deciding what you want that 
you don’t currently have—and then figuring out what to do to get it.  Regulatory 
orientation can be further defined in regards to two distinct styles of decision-
making.  Regulatory Mode captures the two self-regulatory imperatives of 
assessment versus locomotion. An assessment mode emphasizes critical 
evaluation and comparison; it’s all about wanting to “do the right thing,” so when 
faced with a choice, assessors prefer to fully and strategically evaluate their 




maintenance of movement. Individuals with a strong locomotion orientation are 
motivated to change for the sake of change itself because change means 
movement; subsequently they will commit to change even when the change 
might produce costs rather than benefits.  These regulatory constructs are 
inspired by Lewin’s distinction between the orientations of goal setting and goal 
striving (e. g. Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, & Sears, 1944) and Kuhl’s (1985) 
distinction between action and state orientations (see Kruglanski et al., 2000).  
Effects of regulatory orientation have been found in various domains, from 
education (e.g., Pierro, Presaghi, Higgins, & Kruglanski, 2009) to leadership 
(e.g., Benjamin & Flynn, 2006; Kruglanski, Pierro, & Higgins, 2007) to decision-
making (see Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Scholer, Stroessner & Higgins, 2008) to 
persuasion (see Cesario, Higgins, & Scholer, 2007) to emotions in the workplace 
(Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Seo, Barrett & Bartunek, 2004).  
My research, however, is the first to explore regulatory focus and mode 
through the use of mobile technology. Specifically, I investigate how self-
regulation and smartphone checking behavior relate to one another, and how the 
subjective experience surrounding smartphone use impacts psychological well-
being.  
Well-Being 
The concept of well-being is one that has existed in philosophy since the 
days of Aristotle, and in many respects is the essence of human existence. Over 
the course of the past few decades, well-being has moved from the realm of 




feelings of pleasure and pain, of interest and boredom, of joy and sorrow, and of 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction (Griffin, 1986; Bradburn, 1969). However, the 
psychology of well-being is concerned with a wide range of circumstance, from 
societal to biological, and the nature of well-being is one of the most enduring 
and often evasive subjects of human inquiry.   
The question of what makes for a good life can be studied at many 
different levels, as illustrated by Figure 1 (Kahneman, Diener and Schwarz, 
1999).  In their book Well-Being: Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, 
Kahneman, Diener and Schwarz note that the evaluation of quality of life is 
embedded in the “cultural and social context of both the subject and the 
evaluator.” They express how quality of life cannot be reduced to the balance of 
pleasure and pain, or to assessments of subjective life-satisfaction: “moreover 
objective characteristics of society, like poverty, infant mortality, crime rate, or 
pollution figure prominently … though these qualifications are important, the 
experience of pleasure and the achievement of a subjective sense of well-being 
remain at the center of the story”.  
 
Subjective well-being, one level below cultural and social context, involves 
a component of judgment and comparisons with aspirations, ideals, other people, 
and one’s own past. Mood states sit one level below global or subjective well-
being.  Mood states are most commonly characterized by their persistence and 
connection to particular events. It is necessary to account for the large individual 
differences in people’s characteristic mood, which clearly plays a significant role 




affective states that are more closely related to the current situation. These 
states include the multiple varieties of pleasures and pains, and fleeting 
emotions. Finally, the next level of reduction in this model involves neural 
systems and the biochemistry of neurotransmitters and hormones that regulate 
the motivational systems by which affective responses are connected. 
Kahnemann, Diener and Schwarz (1999) go on to suggest that an understanding 
of the higher levels of this model will frequently require careful consideration of 
the lower levels. At certain times, there are also influences that travel in the 
opposite direction, in a bottom-up approach.  
With this model in mind, the fact that most people who show considerable 
effort, agency and commitment in their lives are considered the norm, rather than 
the exception, suggests positive and persistent features of human nature. We 
can all identify people in our lives who appear to have a talent for happiness, 
those who tend to see the world through rose-colored glasses, note the silver 
lining, and enjoy the little things each day (Freedman, 1978; Myers & Diener, 
1995; Ryff, Singer, Love & Essex, 1998; Taylor & Brown, 1988). 
On the flip side, however, we have all experienced, or at the very least 
have known someone who has experienced, a diminished or crushed spirit, and 
that at times, individuals reject growth and responsibility. We can all relate to or 
reference those who seem to be chronically unhappy – even in the best of times 
(Eysenck, 1990). This depressive experience or state occurs regardless of age, 
social strata or cultural background. While there is an important biological 




environments.  Anecdotal evidence and everyday experience alike suggest that 
one of the most salient and meaningful aspects of the human experience and 
emotional life is happiness1 and its pursuit.  
In order to understand the construct of well-being within the framework of 
this research, a variety of self-reported measures of enduring happiness and/or 
well-being (both global single item scales and multi-item inventories) were 
administered. The assumption here is that well-being is a subjective 
phenomenon, for which the final judge should be “whoever lives inside a person’s 
skin” (Myers & Diener, 1995).  In addition, we know that happiness (or subjective 
well-being) appears to be relatively stable over time and consistent across 
situations (e.g. Costa, McCrae & Zonderman, 1987; Diener, 1994; Sandvik, 
Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993). Further research has shown that the majority of the 
measures administered have strong psychometric properties and that the 
associations between happiness and other variables usually cannot be 
accounted for by transient mood (see Diener, 1994; Diener et. al, 1999, for 
reviews).   
 
Understanding the Connection between Motivation and Well-being  
Well-being and motivation are intrinsically intertwined. We know that 
humans can be “proactive or engaged or, alternatively, passive and alienated 
largely as a function of the social conditions in which they develop and function” 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Research guided by self-determination theory has focused 
                                                       




on the social – contextual conditions that facilitate versus hinder the natural 
process of self-motivation and healthy psychological development. These factors 
include three innate psychological needs: competence (Harter, 1978; White, 
1963), autonomy (deCharms, 1968l Deci, 1975), and relatedness (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995). When satisfied, these needs yield enhanced self-motivation and 
mental health; when thwarted, they can lead to diminished motivation and well-
being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
	  
Mobile Technology Usage 
As noted above, our motivational orientation and our experienced state of 
well-being play out in countless ways, so how does that relate to our use of 
mobile technology? Mobile technology, specifically smartphones and always-
connected tablet devices, is the fastest adopted technology in history. In 2000, 
there were fewer than one billion global mobile phone subscriptions, pre- or post-
paid. That’s grown to more than six billion, nearly five billion of which are in 
developing countries (Cisco Systems, 2014). With multiple subscription 
ownership on the rise, active mobile subscriptions are likely to soon total more 
than the global human population (World Bank, InfoDev, 2012). While so many of 
us live in the default state of “always on,” there is a lack of theory about what it is 
that really drives people to engage with their mobile device.  
There are of course the obvious reasons: I need to check my email, send 
a text, access Google maps to find out where I’m going or make a reservation for 
dinner tomorrow. Yet our constantly connected world, our digital life, is one that 




between work and leisure have become very blurred. For those of us who can 
remember, there used to be an off switch to the Internet. You had to go through a 
tedious process of logging on, listening to the familiar tones and beeps that 
slowly brought you closer to the World Wide Web. Today, we carry a miniature 
computer in our pocket, our purse, or more likely, in our hand. The Internet is a 
part of the way we live; it has become invisible in that it’s a part of what we do, 
and perhaps for some, a part of who we are.  And it’s the mobility of modern 
technology that makes our constant connectivity omnipresent.  
While reasonable to believe that we are brushing up against the issue of 
always-on communication technology for the first time, the following excerpt from 
the diary of French novelist Anais Nin in 1946 suggests otherwise: “The 
dangerous time when mechanical voices, radios, telephones, take the place of 
human intimacies, and the concept of being in touch with millions brings a 
greater and greater poverty in intimacy and human vision.” This commentary was 
written decades before the modern Internet as we know it even existed.  “We 
believe we are in touch with a greater amount of people… This is the illusion 
which might cheat us of being in touch deeply with the one breathing next to us.” 
(The Diary of Anais Nin, Vol. 4: 1944-1947). This fear has since been echoed 
time and again with each incremental advance in technology, often with simplistic 
arguments about the attrition of attention in the age of digital distraction.  
It’s not hard to argue, however, that the vastness of the Internet and its 
instant accessibility via the smartphone that lives in our pocket, purse, or perhaps 




Gartner Symposium IT XPO in October of 2012, David Gartner provides some 
numbers around mobile use: in the last minute, there were 204 million emails 
sent, 61,000 hours of music listened to on Pandora, 20 million photo views and 3 
million uploads to Flickr, 100,000 tweets, 6 million views, 277,000 Facebook 
logins, and over 2 million Google searches, all via the mobile device. These 
numbers provide just a glimpse of our tendency to stay constantly connected to 
our digital world through our mobile device.  
  With this in mind, when it comes to actual smartphone use, there is 
evidence, scientific and anecdotal alike, that point to the detrimental effects of 
smartphone use. Some research suggests that while we are desperately trying to 
relate to one another on a human level, our mobile devices so often steal us 
away from the moment at hand (Turkle, 2011). Others explain (Fox et al, 2009; 
Carr, 2011) that if we allow for this constant distraction, our minds are never 
focused on the task in front of us, meaning we are never fully present. 	  We also 
see the negative impact of late-night smartphone use on quality of sleep, thus 
resulting in feelings of depletion (Lanaj, Johnson, & Barnes, 2014) and 
worrisome concerns about the impact of mobile social media use (Kross et al., 
2013; Kraut, 1998; Anderson et al., 2012).  All of those findings suggest that low 
subjectively valuable smartphone use will negatively effect well-being  
However, as with most findings in this space, there is plenty of research 
that suggests the opposite: smartphone use can increase feelings of 
effectiveness and productivity (Thompson, 2013). And when it comes to memory, 




beneficial and productive (Sparrow, 2012). In addition, we see that virtual social 
connection can provide a buffer against stress and pain (Lieberman, 2009; 
Valenzuela, et al., 2009). 
This largely contradictory evidence leaves us with two key questions:	  1. 
What motivates the constant checking behavior that has become an inherent part 
of our daily life? 2. How does our subjective experience with such behavior 
impact our general well-being? The present research introduced in the following 
chapter aims to answer these questions within the psychological framework of 

































The Present Research  
 
Section 2.1: Overview and Design 
The aim of this research is to understand how motivational orientation 
explains smartphone usage, specifically checking behavior and how motivational 
orientation influences the relationship between the subjective smartphone 
experience and well-being. Why do people feel compelled to check their 
smartphone 150 times a day (Meeker, 2013), often with no real need for new 
information? Theories of self-regulation have not yet been applied to our 
relatively new obsession with mobile technology, a space that is rapidly evolving 
and shaping much of our physical, social, and emotional world. The present 
research proposes to understand the motivational science behind mobile 
technology use and its subsequent impact on well-being through two key 
questions:  
1. What motivates the constant smartphone checking behavior that has 
become an inherent part of our daily life?  
2. How does our subjective experience with such behavior impact our 
general well-being?  
 






Hypothesis 1: People high in assessment will access their device more frequently 
than those low in assessment. For many smartphone users, the mobile device is 
a means to acquiring information: to find out what is true and to understand what 
is right.  This aspect of mobile technology resonates strongly with the 
motivational construct of assessment.  Because assessment is about 
establishing what is real, this motivational mode will play a significant role in 
understanding our motivation to stay constantly connected.  In other words, 
people high in assessment will access their device more frequently than anyone 
else. On the other hand, locomotion concerns have to do with movement and 
change, concerns that are not satisfied with the checking behavior captured in 
this research. In addition, these concerns are not necessarily opposed to 
checking behavior either. Therefore, we expect locomotion concerns to remain 
silent here.  
Hypothesis 2: Both promotion and prevention focus will affect mobile device 
usage. When it comes to mobile device usage, it seems reasonable that 
prevention goals of safety and security and promotion goals of gains and 
advancement are connected to the device that allows easy access to close 
interpersonal relationships and the World Wide Web alike. For many, the 
smartphone has become an integral part of our daily life. With this is mind, it 
seems likely that there would be some kind of relationship between smartphone 
use and the notion of value expressed through the two motivational approaches 
of promotion and prevention. However, it is not clear a priori how exactly 




the present research is best characterized as exploratory. Hypothesis 3: The 
subjective experience of smartphone use will impact well-being. It seems likely 
that our subjective perception of value surrounding smartphone use will play an 
important role in well-being. There is considerable evidence, anecdotal and 
clinical alike, that suggests that while we are desperately trying to relate to one 
another on a human level, our mobile devices often steal us away from the 
moment at hand (Turkle, 2011). Others explain (Fox et al, 2009; Carr, 2011) that 
if we allow for this constant distraction, our minds are never focused on the task 
in front of us, meaning we are never fully present. We also see the negative 
impact of late-night smartphone use on quality of sleep, thus resulting in feelings 
of depletion (Lanaj, Johnson, & Barnes, 2014) and worrisome concerns about the 
impact of mobile social media use (Kross et al., 2013; Kraut, 1998; Anderson et 
al., 2012).  All of those findings suggest that low subjectively valuable 
smartphone use will negatively effect well-being. However, as with most findings 
in this space, there is plenty of research to suggest the opposite: smartphone use 
can increase feelings of effectiveness and productivity (Thompson, 2013), and 
virtual social connection can provide a buffer against stress and pain (Lieberman, 
2009; Valenzuela, et al., 2009).  These findings imply that high subjectively 
valuable smartphone use has the potential to improve well-being. With this in 
mind, it seems likely that the subjective experience surrounding smartphone use 
plays an important role in psychological well-being.   
 
Section 2.2.: Method 




representative sample in the U.S. participated in this research via the online 
panel, MySurvey. Because there are three separate sections of the data 
collection process, several of the analyses below do not include the full 740 
individuals. Degrees of freedom and size of subsample are specified for each 
individual analysis.  
Participants received a series of questionnaires at the start of Week 1. 
These questionnaires included the Regulatory Focus questionnaire (Higgins et 
al, 2001) that measures the respondents’ subjective sense of succeeding or 
failing to be effective in promotion achievement and in prevention achievement, 
and the Regulatory Mode (Kruglanski et al, 2000) questionnaire that measures 
the respondents’ strength of locomotion concerns and strength of assessment 
concerns. They then received a series of scales used to assess well-being. 
These scales include: the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et. al, 1985), the 
Flourishing Scale (Diener et al, 2009), and the Effectiveness of Motive 
Organization Scale (Cornwell, Franks, & Higgins, 2014). Participants were also 
asked a series of general questions posed to assess emotion and engagement 
surrounding smartphone use. Finally, participants were asked a series of 
questions that served to assess meaningful use of their mobile device.  
At the end of Week 2, the same participants were asked the same battery 
of questionnaires: Regulatory Focus and Regulatory Mode questionnaires, in 
addition to the well-being scales: the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et. al, 




Organization scale (Cornwell, Franks, & Higgins, 2014). During this second 
wave, participants also received an abbreviated version of the Life Events Scale 
(Dohrenwend, 1978) to understand if anything significant happened in their lives 
over the course of the two-week period. 
In addition to the online survey tool, a mobile passive meter application 
was used over the course of the two-week period to collect data on how 
participants actually used their smartphone. This passive meter sits as a native 
app in the backend of the smartphone collecting all aspects of device usage – 
how many times a person checks their email, Facebook, plays a game, opens a 
news app, etc. The passive usage data that we will focus on for the purpose of 
this research concerns the number of times an individual accesses the mobile 
device each day and the number of times an individual opens an app each day 
(email, Facebook, Twitter, news outlet, maps, music, text, game, etc.).  This data 
provides direct information about actual checking behavior that self-report would 
not as accurately provide.  
There is an important distinction to be made here when it comes to 
checking behavior. Mobile device usage is defined as an estimation of the 
number of times the user assesses the mobile device based on the assumption 
that if there is a gap of less than 30 seconds between app sessions, that counts 
as a single device access. We also define application count as the number of 
app sessions (for comparison with the mobile device usage variable). The kind of 




intentional in nature than application count. This is because the behavior 
encompasses a full session of use carried out with a purpose. For example, first 
the subject checks email, then looks at his latest text messages, and finally 
confirms the location of his next meeting before then putting the smartphone 
down; this all equates to one mobile device usage session. Meanwhile, 
application count captures every single app or feature instance as an individual 
data point. In other words, if the subject checks Facebook, then Twitter, opens 
his calendar app and then looks at tomorrow’s weather report, that results in four 
separate and distinct app counts. This kind of checking tends to be more 
sporadic and less purpose-driven than mobile device usage.  
A significant portion of the results pertain to mobile device usage, or how 
many times an individual is accessing his or her mobile device each day in what 
appears to be an intentional way. Interestingly, for the majority of participants, 
this seemingly intentional checking behavior is actually quite low compared to 
“normal checking” as defined by the latest industry trends (Meeker, 2013). We 
see 54% of our sample accessing their mobile device fewer than 20 times per 
day in this more purpose-driven way.  However, there is a large range in mobile 
device usage per day, range: 0 – 156 (N = 394), (M = 23.3, SD = 19.75). There is 
one notable outlier here accessing his device with much greater frequency than 
the average participant; without this outlier the max range would be 114.  
Although this is a continuous factor, for ease of visualization we have 
taken a categorical approach in order to understand low, medium and high 




range: 0 – 11.91; medium mobile device usage: N = 131, (M = 18.67, SD = 3.90), 
range: 11.97 – 26.10, high mobile device usage: N = 132, (M = 44.62, SD = 
19.66), range: 26.12 – 155.98 (see Figure 2).  
 
 Next we looked at application count, which is the number of app 
sessions over the course of a given day. The range of application count (N = 
394) was from 1.5 – 387. As with mobile device usage we categorized 
application count into low, medium and high application count. Low application 
count: N = 131, (M = 13.18, SD = 6.02), range: 1.5 – 23.90; medium application 
count: N = 131, (M =38.73, SD = 8.56), range: 23.98 – 56.94; high application 
count: N = 132, (M = 105.23, SD = 49.78), range: 57.05 – 387.11 (see Figure 3).   
 As expected per the definition of the two terms, the max range of 
application count is more than double that of mobile device usage. This is still 
lower than, but somewhat more aligned with, industry standards of common 
checking behavior (Meeker, 2013). 
 
 
Section 2.3: Definition of Key Variables  
 
In order to understand the forthcoming results, we will keep a handful of key 
variables in mind. The objective behavioral variables include:  
1. Mobile device usage: an estimation of the number of times the user 
accesses the mobile device based on our assumption that if there is a gap 
of less than 30 seconds between app sessions, that is a single device 
access. As described above, this kind of checking behavior appears to be 




different apps and features), gets the information needed and/or responds 
to messages, and then stops checking. 
2. Application count: the total number of app sessions, for comparison with 
the mobile device usage variable. This kind of checking is higher in 
volume and less intentional; the frequency is higher than mobile device 
use because every app or feature opened counts as a unique application 
count data point.  
3. Deliberate use: an individual’s deliberate engagement with the mobile 
device, derived from mobile device usage when controlling for app count. 
In other words, when the noise of application count is held constant we get 
closer to the true effect of deliberate smartphone use.  
These variables are based on the passively collected objective behavioral usage 
data. This raw data allows us to understand, in a quantifiable way, how many 
times a day an individual reaches for his or her mobile device in a way that self-
report cannot capture as accurately.  We also examine a series of motivational 
variables that were measured at the start of Week 1 and at the end of Week 2: 
4. Assessment: as defined by Regulatory Mode Theory (Kruglanski et al, 
2000; Higgins, Kruglanski & Pierro 2003), assessment is the self-
regulatory function that emphasizes critical evaluation and comparison; 
knowing what is real and what is right is basic to the construct of 
assessment. 
5. Locomotion: as defined by Regulatory Mode Theory (Kruglanski et al, 




initiation and maintenance of movement; managing what happens is basic 
to the construct of locomotion. Individuals with a strong locomotion 
orientation are motivated to change for the sake of change itself.  
6. Prevention: a motivational approach that focuses on concerns of safety 
and security and non-losses; maintaining a satisfactory status quo state 
through vigilant means (Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 2001). This regulatory 
focus construct measures respondents’ subjective sense of succeeding or 
failing to be effective in prevention achievement.   
7. Promotion: a motivational approach that focuses on concerns of gains, 
advancements and accomplishments; attaining a better state than the 
current status quo through eager means (Higgins, 1997; Higgins, 2001). 
This regulatory focus construct measures respondents’ subjective sense 
of succeeding or failing to be effective in promotion achievement.  
8. Flourishing: as defined by Diener’s Flourishing Scale (2009), a short 8-
item summary measure of the respondent’s self-perceived success in 
important areas such as relationships, self-esteem, purpose and optimism. 
The scale provides a single score and the measure has good 
psychometric properties that match well with other independent measures. 
This scale assesses several key characteristics of well-being such as 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness.2  A comparison of the 
                                                       
2 It is important to note that well-being effects of smartphone use are best explained by the 
Flourishing Scale as the other two well-being scales (Satisfaction with Life and Effectiveness of 




flourishing scores of participants in the present research to those from 
Diener et. al,’s (2009) established work  shows that they are quite closely 
aligned.3 
9. Satisfaction with Life: a short 5-item instrument designed to measure 
global cognitive judgments of satisfaction with one’s life (Diener, et. al, 
1985).  
10. Effectiveness of Motive Organization: as defined by Cornwell, Franks, and 
Higgins (2014), this questionnaire measures the experience of being 
effective in relating truth (establishing what’s real), control (managing what 
happens), and value (having desired results) to one another.  
Finally, there is one key subjective variable: 
11. Subjectively valuable use: The construct of subjectively valuable use is 
derived from a series of 18 self-report questions created to determine the 
degree to which people perceived themselves as using their smartphones 
to achieve various goals.  These questions, modeled after the Regulatory 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
3 The present research shows the following:(M = 42.94, SD = 8.6), min = 8, max = 56, and over 
60% have a score of 46 or higher in comparison to Diener’s (2009) findings (M= 44.97, SD = 
6.56). We see this similarity even though there is a notable difference between the two 
populations as Diener’s population was predominantly US college students (with a small 
percentage from the Singapore Management University) and the participants from the current 






Focus Questionnaire (Higgins, 1998) as well as the work-related version 
of regulatory focus (Neubert et. al., 2008) were created to better 
understand what motivates people to engage with their mobile device. We 
put all of these questions into an exploratory factor analysis, and we only 
found one factor with an eigen value above 1 (Factor 1 = 9.36).  In 
addition, all of the loadings are above .4, so we did not drop any of the 
items. It is worth noting that the 9 highest loading questions are promotion 
related, while the 9 lowest loadings are prevention related. In other words, 
the value of smartphone use appears to derive more from its promotion 
relations than its prevention relations. However, when we conducted two 
separate factor analyses, one for prevention and one for promotion, the 
eigen values were not as high as what we see when the 18 questions are 
combined (see Table 1).  
The full factor analysis can be found in Appendix A and a complete list of 
the meaningful use questions can be found in Appendix B. It is with this 
combination of objective passive data, self-report behavioral measures and 
subjective measures that we are able to go about assessing the three 
hypotheses noted above.  
Section 2.4: Demographics  
The participants were 479 females and 261 males (N = 740).  The mean 




degree. The median reported income was $20,000 to $49,000 per year.  They 
lived across the United States and the majority was white, non-Hispanic (80%).  
It is worth noting that the results below pull from data from a within 
subjects longitudinal design (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Scores of all key 
variables are highly correlated across the two week period: assessment, r(398) = 
.78, p <.01, locomotion, r(398) = .83, p <.01, prevention, r(398) = .77, p <.01, 
promotion, r(398) = .67, p <.01, effective organization of motives, r(398) = .83, p 
<.01, satisfaction with life, r (398) = .62, p <.01 and flourishing, r(398) = .71, p 
<.01 2. The majority of the analyses below consider the scores collected at week 
1 for higher N (aside from flourishing to reflect well-being assessment at the end 




Section 2.5: Results 
 
Hypothesis 1: People high in assessment will access their device more frequently 
than those low in assessment 
When considering Regulatory Mode, we found that, as predicted in 
Hypothesis 1, assessment, the motivation associated with establishing what is 
real, is significantly positively associated with deliberate use (i.e., mobile device 
usage controlling for app count); β = 0.05, t (391) = 2.69, p = 0.007. In contrast, 
there was no meaningful relationship between locomotion and mobile device use 




assessment is only positively related to mobile device usage4 when app count5 is 
controlled for, meaning that the predictor variable of application count is 
accounting for a substantial portion of variance that is unrelated to assessment.  
In other words, assessment is positively associated with the number of isolated, 
intentional uses when factoring out the overall number of times the person 
checks his or her phone (i.e. “instrumental checking”). Further analysis and 
interpretation will show how this type of checking behavior relates to well-being.  
Discussion of Hypothesis 1: People high in assessment will access their device 
more frequently than those low in assessment 
Assessment is all about establishing the truth, or finding out what is real, 
and distinguishing what is true from what is false; this is a major motivational 
force. People and animals alike are motivated to learn what is real. People with 
strong assessment concerns are highly motivated to detect new information, to 
figure things out, and to know what is true. We know that assessment concerns 
are quite distinct from locomotion concerns, which are about managing to make 
something happen, so one does not need to go to a smartphone to satisfy these 
motivational concerns. Clearly smartphone use relates to gathering information, 
as the mobile device is a readily available resource to evaluate and assess 
information. With this in mind, assessment is a very natural fit for understanding 
smartphone behavior and it makes sense that locomotion remains silent here.  
                                                       
4 Mobile device usage is defined as the number of times the user access the device based on the 
assumption that if there is a gap of less than 30 seconds between app sessions, that is a single 
device usage access.   





It is interesting that we only see this significant relationship between 
assessment and mobile device usage when controlling for app count. This 
distinction is important and practical as mobile device usage captures the full use 
session because each usage data point occurs when the user engages with his 
device in an intentional way. He could spend 5 minutes or 10 seconds engaging 
with the device, but if a window of 30 seconds does not pass at any point in the 
usage period, that still counts as one mobile device usage data point.  With this 
in mind, it is easy to conceptualize “app count” as the noise of constant 
connectivity.  Jumping from one task to the next, a user puts his device down, 
receives a buzz or notification and immediately is back on the device; in many 
ways this is the more excessive, distracted kind of use.  Therefore these initial 
findings emphasize the importance of the deliberate and intentional act of 
checking, rather than seemingly compulsive checking behavior.  
Results:  
Hypothesis 2: Both promotion and prevention focus will affect mobile device 
usage   
As noted in the earlier discussion of Hypothesis 2, it made sense that both 
promotion and prevention would relate to mobile device use, but it was not 
obvious exactly how. Thus, the present study was more exploratory regarding 
regulatory focus and mobile device use. Considering how constantly connected 
so many of us have become, there is little doubt that regulatory focus is at play 
within this facet of our lives. As it turns out, the data very strongly suggests that 




comes to regulatory focus effects on mobile device usage. Here we see a 
significant negative relationship between prevention pride and mobile device 
usage β = -.15, t (392) = -3.04, p = 0.003, reflecting the fact that individuals who 
are less effective in prevention are using their mobile device more. Interestingly, 
this relationship only exists when we do not control for app count, meaning that 
this prevention effect appears to be driven by app count, so it is the less 
deliberate checking behavior that defines this relationship. We do not see any 
significant relationship between promotion and mobile device use, ns.  
 
Discussion of Hypothesis 2: Both promotion and prevention focus will affect 
mobile device usage 
When it comes to regulatory focus and mobile device use and 
engagement, the present research was more exploratory, with both promotion 
and prevention potentially affecting mobile device use. Initially, it might be 
surprising that prevention is so much more active here, however when it comes 
to safety and security, there are clearly many prevention-focused tasks that can 
be achieved by  “checking” one’s smartphone. Engaging with the mobile device 
allows the user to stay vigilant and to feel more secure when it comes to being in 
touch with work, family, and friends.  
Consider what would happen if someone’s smartphone was taken away 
from them for the day. It’s likely that the promotion-oriented individual would 
come up with other ways to entertain themselves (Freitas, Liberman, & Higgins, 




prevention-oriented person would likely spend a great deal of the time worrying 
about not being able to check in, and not being able to achieve vigilance via their 
mobile device. It’s likely that these concerns would be quite consuming. (Perhaps 
the recently coined phrase, “nomophobia,” the fear of being without your mobile 
device, is most salient for prevention-oriented individuals.) It is also quite likely 
that the concept known as “FoMO,” the Fear of Missing Out, is particularly 
applicable to prevention-oriented individuals. We know that social media has 
made it easier than ever to know about various social activities. On the upside, 
these social resources provide a multitude of opportunities for interaction, but on 
the downside, they often broadcast more options than can be pursued. This dual 
nature of social media has highlighted (and essentially created) this concept of 
Fear of Missing Out. FoMO is defined as a pervasive apprehension that others 
might be having some kind of rewarding experience from which one is absent; it 
is characterized by the desire to stay continually connected with what others are 
doing. This concept falls quite naturally into the prevention mindset of “playing 
not to lose.” This explains the smartphone checking behavior of individuals who 
have prevention concerns but are not effective at maintaining them. It is possible 
that it is this prevention ineffectiveness that makes these individuals more fearful 
about negative things that could take place, more anxious about losing out, and 
subsequently hyper-vigilant when it comes to smartphone checking behavior.  
While there might be underlying promotion goals that are met by checking 
behavior (staying informed to win new business, know the latest sports score to 




strongly associated with promotion’s desired end state of gains and 
advancements (+1). It is worth noting that there is not a negative association with 
promotion and mobile device usage (or app count, for that matter); there is 
simply no significant relation. This could be because the pursuit and attainment 
of promotion driven goals are less directly connected to the specific checking 
behavior we have examined in this research. This finding is further supported by 
animal behavior research that showed prevention-oriented animals, rather than 
promotion-oriented animals, associated with checking behavior (Franks, 
Champagne & Higgins, 2012; Franks, et al., accept with revision).  
With this in mind, our findings suggest that smartphone checking is more 
about being vigilant than about being eager. We know that a prevention focus 
emphasizes safety, the fulfillment of responsibility and security needs. Goals are 
understood and seen as opportunities to meet responsibilities and to stay safe. It 
is really all about being vigilant, and, given the results of this study, about being 
hyper-vigilant in particular for those who are low in effective prevention. Thus, 
when it comes to smartphone usage, this motivational orientation plays out in a 
particularly meaningful way for individuals with prevention concerns that are not 
effectively able to maintain goals of safety and security (prevention concerns).  
As discussed earlier, we did find that smartphone use generally speaking 
was at least as strongly associated with promotion value as prevention value. 
With this in mind, it seems likely that there must be other kinds of smartphone 
use—other than checking behavior —that satisfy promotion concerns but were 




behavior. Other possible types of behaviors include engaging with the device to 
stay entertained (playing games is one of the most common smartphone 
activities), engaging with the smartphone to be productive, specifically around 
work related activities, or engaging to intentionally distract oneself.  It is clear that 
future research needs to identify and examine these other kinds of smartphone 
behaviors.  
Finally, our results around motivational orientation show that there is no 
relationship between prevention and “mobile device usage” when controlling for 
“app count,” which suggests that the prevention effect is driven by this less 
intentional, more frequent checking behavior. Therefore, while high assessors 
are engaging in more meaningful checking, low preventers are engaging in more 
meaningless checking.  
 
Results:  
Hypothesis 3: The subjective experience of smartphone use will impact well-
being. 
Next we considered the impact of subjectively valuable smartphone use 
on well-being as defined by flourishing. First off, we see subjectively valuable 
smartphone use is positively correlated with flourishing (β = 0.18, t (398) = 3.75, 
p = 0.000).   
When it comes to the motivational orientation, we see that assessment 
moderates the relationship between subjectively valuable use and well-being as 




see a three-way interaction such that amongst high assessors, more subjectively 
valuable use leads to higher scores of well-being as defined by predicted 
flourishing (Diener et. al., 2009), β = 1.2, t(263) = 3.40, p = 0.001, whereas this is 
not the case for low assessors, β = .03, t(120) = .44, p > .05. Thus, assessment 
clearly moderates the relationship between subjectively valuable use and 
flourishing. Although it might seem that the two measures are positively related 
simply because the items in the two measures share some similarities, such as 
both relating to successful self-regulation, this is clearly not the whole story; the 
association is in fact significantly higher for those high in assessment. 
 
Next we considered the self-regulatory approach of prevention to 
understand how this played out within the construct of subjectively valuable 
smartphone use and well-being. What we saw here is that a prevention focus 
moderates the relationship between subjectively valuable smartphone use and 
well-being as defined by flourishing, β = -.7, t (263) = -2.76, p = 0.006. There is a 
three-way interaction such that those who were ineffective in prevention (low 
preventers) with low subjectively valuable smartphone use had especially low 
well-being (Diener, 2009); β = .38, t (108) = 4.24, p = 0.000.  Interestingly 
enough, there was no effect for high preventers, β = -.01, t (157) = -.19, p>.05. 
Here, it is the low-prevention individual with low subjectively valuable smartphone 
use that stood out as being particularly poor in terms of flourishing (see Figure 5).   
Thus, we see that there are two separate well-being stories: high 




well-being than they would without this kind of subjectively valuable smartphone 
engagement (see Figure 4), while low preventers with low subjectively valuable 
smartphone use are especially low in flourishing well-being (see Figure 5).   
It is also worth noting that there is not a significant relationship between 
the objective behavioral variables and well-being.  
	  
Discussion of Hypothesis 3: The subjective experience of smartphone use will 
impact well-being. 
These findings highlight the importance of the motivational experience 
surrounding smartphone use. When it comes to high assessment, we see that if 
an individual has high subjectively valuable use, this can actually assuage the 
traditionally negative effects of high assessment on well-being. On the other 
hand, when it comes to prevention, we see that low subjectively valuable 
smartphone use has a negative impact on well-being for those who are not 
effective at maintaining prevention concerns.  
When it comes to well-being, our findings regarding subjectively valuable 
smartphone use make a lot of sense. Well-being as defined by flourishing is 
understood within the well-being literature as having access to psychological 
resource and strengths. This stock of inner resource helps people cope with 
difficult situations and be resilient to change outside of their immediate control.  
When you throw the smartphone into the mix of available resources for 
fulfilling motivations, it makes sense that this would have the highest positive 
impact for people motivated by the attainment of the truth. People high in 




what is real and to know what is true: the key motivational imperative of 
assessment.  When these high assessors have high subjectively valuable use, 
they benefit by having higher well-being. 
When considering prevention, the story diverges from the patterns we see 
with assessment as the concept of subjectively valuable use appears to interact 
with prevention in the opposite direction.  With prevention we see a positive 
relationship between flourishing and subjectively valuable use among low 
preventers, but not among high preventers. In other words, when it comes to low 
preventers—those who are not successfully able to maintain goals of safety and 
security—low subjectively valuable smartphone use results in particularly low 
flourishing.  
These findings validate Hypothesis 3 as they highlight the importance of 
the subjective experience and how motivational orientation impacts the 
relationship between subjectively valuable smartphone use and well-being. Well-
being as related to smartphone use is largely contingent upon the subjective 





















Summary and Concluding Thoughts 
 
Section 3.1: Summary 
This research began with the goal of understanding the motivational 
science behind our constant connectivity and how this plays out when it comes to 
human well-being. The theories of regulatory focus and regulatory mode provide 
the foundation to understand the motivational drive behind our constant 
connectivity. We see that for many, it is in fact our motivational approach to life 
that fuels our need to stay constantly connected, but this means something 
different depending upon which motivations are involved. We also know that our 
subjective experience surrounding smartphone engagement impacts our general 
levels of well-being.  
In summary, we have two separate and complimentary stories. The first 
story highlights two key findings derived from the objective behavioral data as we 
look to understand how motivational orientation influences smartphone checking 
behavior.  We see that assessment is a very natural fit for understanding 
smartphone behavior. Assessment, the motivation associated with establishing 
what is real, is significantly positively associated with deliberate use. We see that 
for those with strong assessment concerns it is the deliberate and intentional act 
of smartphone checking that resonates most strongly.  
Interestingly enough, our results around regulatory focus show a 
significant negative relationship between prevention pride and mobile device 




are less effective in prevention are using their mobile device most frequently. 
Unlike assessment, this relationship only exists when we do not control for app 
count, meaning that this prevention effect appears to be driven by the somewhat 
more compulsive, less deliberate smartphone checking behavior. So while high 
assessors are engaging in more meaningful checking, low preventers are 
engaging in more meaningless checking.  
The second story is revealed as we aim to understand if motivational 
orientation influences the relationship between subjectively valuable smartphone 
use and well-being. When it comes to the motivational construct of assessment, 
we see that subjectively valuable use appears to be a particularly significant 
construct. We see that amongst high (vs. low) assessors, more subjectively 
valuable use leads to higher scores of well-being as defined by flourishing 
(Diener et. al., 2009). When it comes to prevention, those who were ineffective in 
prevention (vs. effective in prevention) and whose smartphone use was low in 
subjective value had especially low well-being, as defined by flourishing. These 
findings highlight the importance of the motivational experience surrounding 
smartphone use. When it comes to high assessment, we see that if an individual 
has smartphone use that is high in subjective value, this can actually improve the 
traditionally negative effects of high assessment on well-being. On the other 
hand, when it comes to prevention, we see smartphone use that is low in 
subjective value has an especially negative impact on well-being for those who 




 With all of this in mind, we know that mobile technology is clearly here to 
stay; it will continue to evolve, but in doing so it will only become further entwined 
within our daily lives. Global mobile penetration increases every day, and the 
societal and cultural implications are vast. There are endless statistics one could 
cite i.e. there are more mobile phone subscriptions in the world than there are 
toothbrushes (“mobithinking”, 2012); in 2013, 19% of mobile phone users 
accidentally dropped their device in the toilet (“Plaxo/CNET”, 2011); 29% of 
Americans say their smartphone is the first and last thing they look at every day 
(“Qualcomm”, 2012).  But beyond the numbers, even in markets that have 
already been completely saturated, mobile technology is changing our world.  It 
is changing the way we learn and the way we remember, the way we interact 
with our loved ones, and with those half a world away.  
Our findings around the motivational orientations of assessment and 
prevention are well aligned with some of the primary use cases of smartphone 
engagement. We know that 40% of search engine queries are memory based 
(Thompson, 2013) and it’s clear that our smartphone is often like a transactive 
partner (Wegner, 1985; Sparrow et al, 2011) we carry in our pocket or purse. 
This memory-based concept further supports our findings around assessment 
and higher deliberate use of the mobile device. When we are motivated to know 
what is real and to understand what is true, the mobile device serves as a readily 
available resource for making these kind of essential assessments.  
It is also clear that mobile technology has given new scope to the oldest 




Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or Snapchat, all of these social media platforms 
provide a way to share and to connect. It seems likely that this connection 
between social connectivity and mobile device engagement ties into our findings 
around prevention and mobile device use. We see that the relationship between 
prevention pride and device usage is driven by app count, the more frequent and 
less deliberate use of the smartphone. Perhaps it’s these fundamental social 
goals that motivate this behavior of constantly “checking-in” so as to coordinate 
our life with one another, meet social responsibilities, and avoid missing out, 
which requires more frequent (less deliberate) checking behavior. It is likely that 
this behavior is motivated by the concern of losing out, by feeling ineffective at 
maintaining a satisfactory status quo, much like the individuals who are 
ineffective at maintaining prevention. It is in these situations that the checking is 
more a dysfunctional hyper-vigilance that reduces the value of the subjective 
experience surrounding device use and subsequently reduces well-being.  
 
Section 3.2: Concluding Thoughts 
Many in our society have now grown up with access to the Internet and 
experience mobile technology as a natural facet of our everyday life. This kind of 
access provides the opportunity to be highly effective and efficient with both time 
and energy.  With the ability to reach hundreds of thousands of individuals across 





The written word is an essential form and outlet of our civilized society, 
and the Internet has opened the floodgates for people to create their own content 
and audience in a very real way.  Joan Didion’s 1968 anthology Slouching 
Towards Bethlehem, includes an essay entitled “On Keeping a Notebook.” 
Although written nearly half a century ago, the insights she captures around why 
we write apply in many ways to our modern day record-keeping via blogging and 
Tweeting. Indeed, some might argue that there is nothing qualitatively different 
about the way the Internet is changing our human experience now than the way 
the invention of writing did. Nevertheless, the Internet’s sheer capacity for 
connection and externalization is impressive and no doubt significant in our lives.  
On the downside, there is a real danger regarding distraction.  For some, 
mobile technology has made it close to impossible to avoid interruption and 
distraction. In his book, Is Google Making Us Stupid?, Nicholas Carr describes 
the concept of the juggler’s brain, a mind that can’t learn because it doesn’t stand 
still long enough to make sense of anything. We know that humans are not built 
for multitasking (Gladstone, Regan & Lee, 1989; Pashler, 1994; Markman et al., 
2013). There is legitimate concern that if we allow for this constant distraction, 
our minds will never be focused on the task at hand (Fox et al, 2009; Carr, 2011).  
When it comes to distraction, we know that completing everyday tasks 
often requires ignoring potentially interesting diversions. Although the deliberate 
strategies people use are often quite effective (e.g. Brownell et al., 1986; 
Gollwitzer, 1996; Mischel, 1996; Rachlin, 2000; Trope & Fishbach ,2000), further 




different regulatory states are more successful at helping people avoid distraction 
than others. Because avoiding obstacles to goal attainment is a preferred means 
of self-regulation while in a prevention focus, avoiding attractive diversions from 
task completion fits individuals who are effective in prevention rather than 
promotion. But we have seen that this benefit does not apply to those who are 
ineffective in prevention. Indeed, it appears that ineffective prevention individuals 
are more likely to engage in meaningless device use. 
Clearly many of us struggle with constant connectivity. That said, 
technology is something that we make and use, not something that is done to us. 
For every detached parent who uses his or her smartphone as a means of 
mentally abandoning family there is a resourceful child who uses the smartphone 
to explore worlds and people outside of an unhappy home. At times, a heartfelt 
text message can be more meaningful than a face-to-face conversation. 
Regardless of position– good, bad, perverse or enlightening – it is clear 
that mobile technology is here to stay. In our modern world we have new ways to 
learn, talk, and share ideas: today’s digital technology taps into our psychological 
tendencies, pushing us in new directions. The results of the present research 
suggests that it is important to be mindful of the way in which we engage with our 
mobile device.  It is also clear that there is the need for further research that 
examines other kind of smartphone behavior (other than checking) that would 
presumably speak to promotion and locomotion related goals. While there is no 
question that expectations of an always-on society heighten stress – and the 




– it ultimately comes down to our motivational orientation and the subjective 
experience we have when engaging with our smartphone in this constantly 













































FIGURES AND TABLES 
 
 
Figure 1: As found in: Well-Being: Foundations of Hedonic Psychology , 




















Figure 2: Range of daily mobile device usage with the continuous variable of 















Figure 3: Range of daily application count, with the continuous variable of 














Figure 4: The relationship between flourishing and subjectively  
















Figure 5: The relationship between flourishing and subjectively valuable use 























Table 1: Factor analysis for “subjectively valuable use” variable 
Item Factor 
loading 
I check my smartphone because 
I need to meet my 
responsibilities. 
.6190 
I need to be careful and vigilant 
about staying in constant 
contact with work. 
.5529 
I need to be constantly 
accessible to friends and family. 
.4672 
I do everything I can to avoid 
leaving my smartphone at home. 
.4959 
If I’m not on top of my emails, I 
feel anxious. 
.4206 




I “have” to check my 
smartphone because of all of the 
potential problems I need to 
avoid. 
.7080 
Checking my smartphone 
makes me feel secure 
.7478 
Checking my smartphone helps 
me avoid loss 
.7471 
I check my smartphone to see 
what new opportunities are out 
there (socially, professionally, 
etc.). 
.7578 
I check my smartphone because 
there is a world of gain available 
at my fingertips.  
.8287 
I “play to win” and checking my 
smartphone promotes that goal. 
.7720 
There are so many good things 
that can happen when I check 
my smartphone. 
.7901 
Constant access to my 
smartphone enables success, 





I check my smartphone often for 
the chance to grow personally 
and professionally. 
.8720 
When I check my smartphone I 
feel closer to achieving my goals 
and aspirations.  
.8773 
I see the opportunity for gain 
and advancement when I check 
my smartphone.  
.8713 
I am eager to use my 
smartphone to complete tasks 
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Exploratory Factor Analysis for Meaningful Use Validation Check Questions 
Factor analysis/correlation                        Number of obs    =      400 
    Method: principal factors                      Retained factors =        9 
    Rotation: (unrotated)                          Number of params =      126 
 
    -------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
         Factor  |   Eigenvalue   Difference        Proportion   Cumulative 
    -------------+------------------------------------------------------------ 
        Factor1  |      9.36165      8.61425            0.8796       0.8796 
        Factor2  |      0.74740      0.26937            0.0702       0.9498 
        Factor3  |      0.47803      0.07878            0.0449       0.9947 
        Factor4  |      0.39925      0.21319            0.0375       1.0322 
        Factor5  |      0.18607      0.03046            0.0175       1.0497 
        Factor6  |      0.15561      0.04452            0.0146       1.0643 
        Factor7  |      0.11109      0.02992            0.0104       1.0748 
        Factor8  |      0.08117      0.05261            0.0076       1.0824 
        Factor9  |      0.02856      0.05979            0.0027       1.0851 
       Factor10  |     -0.03123      0.00509           -0.0029       1.0821 
       Factor11  |     -0.03632      0.01909           -0.0034       1.0787 




       Factor13  |     -0.07212      0.04599           -0.0068       1.0667 
       Factor14  |     -0.11811      0.00344           -0.0111       1.0556 
       Factor15  |     -0.12155      0.00650           -0.0114       1.0442 
       Factor16  |     -0.12806      0.01924           -0.0120       1.0322 
       Factor17  |     -0.14730      0.04796           -0.0138       1.0183 
       Factor18  |     -0.19525            .           -0.0183       1.0000 
    -------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
    LR test: independent vs. saturated: chi2(153) = 5376.75 Prob>chi2 = 0.0000 
 

















Regulatory Mode Questionnaire 
Read each of the following statements and decide how much you agree with 
each according to your beliefs and experiences. Please respond according to the 
following scale:  
 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
 1 = strongly disagree  4 = slightly agree  
 2 = moderately disagree  5 = moderately agree  
 3 = slightly disagree   6 = strongly agree  
 
 1. I don’t mind doing things even if they involve extra effort.  
 2. I never evaluate my social interactions with others after they occur.  
 3. I am a “workaholic.”  
 4. I feel excited just before I am about to reach a goal.  
 5. I enjoy actively doing things, more than just watching and observing.  
 6. I spend a great deal of time taking inventory of my positive and negative 
characteristics.  
 7. I like evaluating other people’s plans.  
 8. I am a “doer.”  
 9. I often compare myself with other people.  
 10. I don’t spend much time thinking about ways others could improve 
themselves.  
 11. I often critique work done by myself and others.  




 13. When I finish one project, I often wait awhile before getting started on a new 
one.  
 14. I have never been late for work or for an appointment.  
 15. I often feel that I am being evaluated by others.  
 
 16. When I decide to do something, I can’t wait to get started.  
 17. I always make the right decision.  
 18. I never find faults with someone I like.  
 19. I am a critical person.  
 20. I am very self-critical and self-conscious about what I am saying.  
 21. By the time I accomplish a task, I already have the next one in mind.  
 22. I often think that other people’s choices and decisions are wrong.  
 23. I have never hurt another person’s feelings.  24. I am a “low energy” person.  
 25. Most of the time my thoughts are occupied with the task that I wish to 
accomplish.  
 26. I feel that there is no such thing as an honest mistake.  
 27. I rarely analyze the conversations I have had with others after they occur.  
 28. When I get started on something, I usually persevere until I finish.  
 29. I am a “go-getter.”  
 
 30. When I meet a new person I usually evaluate how well he or she is doing on 





Satisfaction With Life 
Below are five statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1-7 
scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate 
number on the line preceding that item.  
Please be open and honest in your responding.  
The 7-point scale is: 1=strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = 
neither agree nor disagree, 5 =slightly agree, 6 =agree, 7 =strongly agree. 
1. In most ways my life is close to my ideal. 
2. The conditions of my life are excellent. 
3. I am satisfied with my life  
4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 
5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 
 













Diener’s Flourishing Scale 
Below are 8 statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1–7 
scale below to indicate your agreement with each item. 
• 7 - Strongly agree  
• 6 - Agree  
• 5 - Slightly agree  
• 4 - Neither agree nor disagree  
• 3 - Slightly disagree  
• 2 - Disagree  
• 1 - Strongly disagree  
 
____ I lead a purposeful and meaningful life  
____ My social relationships are supportive and rewarding  
____ I am engaged and interested in my daily activities  
____ I actively contribute to the happiness and well-being of others  
____ I am competent and capable in the activities that are important to me  
____ I am a good person and live a good life  
____ I am optimistic about my future  
____ People respect me  
 




Below are statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1-7 scale 
below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate 
number on the line preceding that item.  
The 7-point scale is: 1=strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = 
neither agree nor disagree, 5 =slightly agree, 6 =agree, 7 =strongly agree. 
• I check my smartphone because I need to meet my responsibilities. 
• I need to be careful and vigilant about staying in constant contact with 
work. 
• I need to be constantly accessible to friends and family. 
• I do everything I can to avoid leaving my smartphone at home. 
• If I’m not on top of my emails, I feel anxious. 
• I am vigilant about knowing the latest on Facebook/Twitter/social media.  
• I “have” to check my smartphone because of all of the potential problems I 
need to avoid.  
• Checking my smartphone makes me feel secure. 
• Checking my smartphone helps me avoid loss 
• I check my smartphone to see what new opportunities are out there 
(socially, professionally, etc.). 
• I check my smartphone because there is a world of gain available at my 
fingertips.  
• I “play to win” and checking my smartphone promotes that goal. 
• There are so many good things that can happen when I check my 
smartphone. 
• Constant access to my smartphone enables success, benefit, and reward.  
• I check my smartphone often for the chance to grow personally and 
professionally. 
• When I check my smartphone I feel closer to achieving my goals and 
aspirations.  
• I see the opportunity for gain and advancement when I check my 
smartphone.  
• I am eager to use my smartphone to complete tasks that will further my 
goals. 
Emotion and engagement surrounding smartphone use:  
1. How happy do you feel when using your smartphone?  




2 = unhappy  
3 = slightly unhappy 
4 = neither happy nor unhappy 
5 =slightly happy 
6 = happy 
7 =very happy 
 
2. How nervous do you feel when using your smartphone? 
1 = very relaxed 
2 = relaxed 
3 = slightly relaxed  
4 = neither relaxed nor nervous 
5 = slightly nervous 
6 = nervous 
7 = very nervous 
 
3. How engaged do you feel when using your smartphone? 
1 = very disengaged 
2 = disengaged 




4 = neither disengaged nor engaged 
5 = slightly engaged 
6 = engaged 
7 = very engaged  
 
4. How involved do you feel when using your smartphone? 
1 = very uninvolved 
2 = uninvolved 
3 = slightly uninvolved 
4 = neither uninvolved nor involved 
5 = slightly involved 
6 = involved  
7 = very involved 
 
5. How absorbed do you feel when using your smartphone? 
1 = very unabsorbed 
2 = unabsorbed 
3 = slightly unabsorbed 
4 = neither unabsorbed nor absorbed 
5 = slightly absorbed 
6 = absorbed 





Below are 3 statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1–7 
scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by indicating that response 
for each statement.  
• 7 - Strongly agree 
• 6 - Agree  
• 5 - Slightly agree  
• 4 - Neither agree nor disagree  
• 3 - Slightly disagree  
• 2 - Disagree  
• 1 - Strongly disagree  
___ I like using my smartphone. 
___ I feel happy when using my smartphone.  
___ I feel satisfied when using my smartphone.  
Week 2, Wave 2 Deliberate Use Questions 
Below are statements with which you may agree or disagree. Using the 1-7 scale 
below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate 
number on the line preceding that item.  
The 7-point scale is: 1=strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4 = 
neither agree nor disagree, 5 =slightly agree, 6 =agree, 7 =strongly agree. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I checked my smartphone because 
I needed to meet my responsibilities. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I needed to be careful and vigilant 




• Over the course of the past two weeks I needed to be constantly 
accessible to friends and family. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I did everything I could to avoid 
leaving my smartphone at home. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks if I was not on top of my emails, I 
felt anxious. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I was vigilant about knowing the 
latest on Facebook/Twitter/social media.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks I “had” to check my smartphone 
because of all of the potential problems I need to avoid.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks checking my smartphone made me 
feel secure. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks checking my smartphone helped 
me avoid loss.  
 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I checked my smartphone to see 
what new opportunities were out there (socially, professionally, etc.). 
• Over the course of the past two weeks I checked my smartphone because 
there was a world of gain available at my fingertips.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks I “played to win” and checking my 
smartphone promoted that goal. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks there were so many good things 
that happened when I checked my smartphone. 
• Over the course of the past two weeks constant access to my smartphone 
enabled success, benefit, and reward.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks I checked my smartphone often for 
the chance to grow personally and professionally. 
• When I checked my smartphone over the course of the past two weeks I 
felt closer to achieving my goals and aspirations.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks I saw the opportunity for gain and 
advancement when I check my smartphone.  
• Over the course of the past two weeks I was eager to use my smartphone 
to complete tasks that will further my goals. 
•  
Life Events:  
Have you had a negative event occur in any of the following life areas during the 
past two weeks? Please respond with a simple yes or no.  
• School (ended program, failed, etc.) Yes/No  
• Work (ended a job, lost a job, got fired, etc.) Yes/No 




• Children (child got sick, injured, etc.) Yes/No  
• Family (person moved out of household, serious argument, death of a 
loved one, etc.) Yes/No  
• Residence (moved to a new neighborhood, lost a home to natural 
disaster, etc.) Yes/No  
• Crime & Legal Matters (assaulted, robbed, arrested, law suit, etc.) Yes/No  
• Finances (took out a mortgage, went on welfare, suffered a financial loss, 
etc.) Yes/No 
• Social Activities (lost a close friend, moved away, etc.) Yes/No  
• Health (physical illness, injury, etc.) Yes/No  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
